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Book Review
By Peter L. Petersen
John L. Davis, The Danish Texans. San Antonio: The
University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures, 1979. Pp.
122 $5.95 softcover, $7.95 hardcover.
Located in downtown San Antonio, the Institute of Texan
Cultures is a publicly-financed research and information
center focusing on the diverse cultural heritage of Texas.
More than a million visitors annually crowd its large exhibition hall - originally built as a part of HemisFair '68 - to
view on-going displays and presentations on more than two
dozen national, cultural, and racial groups who have contributed to Texas history. In addition to the exhibits, the Institute has an extensive publication program . The Danish
Texans is the nineteenth work in its ethnic series on The
Texians and The Texans. Written by John L. Davis, Director of
Research at the Institute, The Danish Texans represents a
significant upgrading of the ethnic series. Earlier publications,
which appeared in pamphlet form with very limited text a:1d
few references, were designed to serve as supplemental
school materials. In contrast, The Danish Texans is a fullblown book with considerable documentation.
Statistically, the proportion of Danes in the overall population of Texas has always been small; even at the time of
peak emigration around 1900, only about one out of e.v ery
3,000 Texans was Danish born. Nevertheless, Davis is able to
i.dentify several Danes who have helped to advance Texas
history and culture . A Danish painter named Charles Zanco
died at the Alamo. Christian Hillebrandt was a highly
successful rancher and businessman in the pre-Civil War
period, while Christian Dorbrandt fought in the Mexican War,
served as a Captain in the Texas Rangers, and then joined the
Confederate army. John Clement Trube built a thirty-room
mansion in Galveston that is a historical landmark today.
Probably the most widely recognized names of "Danish
Texans" are those of Karl Hans Peter Marius Nielsen Gamel,
Gutzon Borglum, and Lloyd M . Bentsen, Jr. Perhaps the most
colorful Dane in Texas, H.P.N . Gammel, as his friends called
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A typical home and family, belonging to Carl Jensen, in
Dannevang.

-99-

him, was an Austin bookdealer and publisher who salvaged
many of the state records when the capitol burned in 1881 .
Based in part on these documents, Gammell published a ten
volume work on the Laws of Texas, later expanded to thirty
volumes, which, according to Davis, "was an instant classic
and remains so to this day: the fundamental collection of
Texas law." Borglum, of course, was the driving genius behind
the creation of the Mount Rushmore monument. For fifteen
years he called San Antonio home and much of the pre1iminary work on his most famous projects was done in his
Texas studio. The grandson of a Danish immigrant who
migrated from South Dakota to southern Texas in search of
cheaper land and warmer winters, Bentsen is currently a
member of the United States Senate and was a candidate in
1976 for the Democratic presidential nomination .
Although Zanco, Gammel, and the others made individual
contributions to the history of the Lone Star state, Davis
concedes that the Danish contingent in Texas was too small
and widely scattered to avoid rapid acculturation and
assimilation . The only place where he found a small degree of
Danish culture surviving in is Wharton County, southwest of
Houston . Here in 1894 the Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church and the Danish People's Society (Dansk Folkesamfund) established a colony of Danish farmers recruited from
the North Central states. By late 1895, ninety-three families
had purchased over 9,000 acres of land . Called Danevang, the
colony continued to expand slowly for the next few years and
then stabilized . Eventually it would suffer the same fate as
many small farm communities as mechanization of
agriculture and the constant consolidation of farms into ever
larger units displaced rural population. Even so, Davis
believes Danevang to be the most Danish place in Texas; not
surprisingly, the sections on this settlement are the strongest
part of his book.
Written for the general reader rather than the specialist
and amply illustrated with photos and drawings, The Danish
Texans is a welcomed addition to the small number of books
which describe the experiences of Danish immigrants after
their arrival in the United States.
Peter L. Petersen is Professor of History at West Texas State University, and a
member of the Editorial Support Committee of the Danish American Heritage
Society.
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The DANISH AMERICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY
established in 1977 in order to accomplish the following:

was

Preserve and promote interest in Danish American traditions.
Collect, evaluate, preserve, and display records (books, pictures,
letters} as well as other artifacts pertaining to the life and culture of
Danish Americans.
Encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities,
and social sciences.
Promote research into the life and culture of Danish Americans
and serve as an agency through which resulting studies might be
shared and published.
Seek public and private grants or funds to further projects and
programs sponsored by the Society.
Keep members aware of events and thoughts from contemporary
Denmark.
Provide a means of communication and education for members
thro ugh a quarterly publication .
Serve as a clearinghouse and provide information on all phases of
Danish American life.
Organize local or regional chapters to encourage fellowship and to
share ideas.
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